Virulence and plasmid transferability of KPC Klebsiella pneumoniae at the Veterans Affairs Healthcare System of New Jersey.
Klebsiella pneumoniae carbapenemase (KPC)-producing Klebsiella pneumoniae infections are associated with high mortality; however, little is known about the virulence determinants of KPC-producing K. pneumoniae. At the Veterans Affairs New Jersey Healthcare System (VA NJHCS), we investigated the virulence and plasmid transferability of 60 clinically unique KPC-containing K. pneumoniae isolates. All 60 isolates were negative for known virulence factors K1, K2, and K5 capsular antigens; rmpA; and the aerobactin gene by polymerase chain reaction. Isolates varied in their susceptibility to neutrophil phagocytosis, but were less resistant than the virulent serotype K1 isolate. Additionally, no deaths were seen on murine lethality studies. Conjugation results of this study showed that the bla(KPC) gene can be transferred into an Escherichia coli J-53 strain but not to E. coli JP-995. However, the stability is very limited as E. coli J-53 does not retain bla(KPC)-containing plasmids for any period of time. The lack of virulence factors in the set of KPC-producing K. pneumoniae studied suggests that morbidity and mortality may be due to detection issues or lack of effective antibiotics.